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ARBORIVITAL MEDICINE.* 


SuBJECT : THE DOCTRINE OF SIGNATURES FROM A 
MODERN POINT OF VIEW. 


By Rosert. T. Cooper, M.A., M.D. 


DEAR DR. CLARKE—I see you from the notices of the 
forthcoming Homeopathic Congress that you intended to 
contribute a paper upon the Doctrine of Signatures, which 
is to be submitted to discussion. 

As however, but ten minutes will be allotted to each 
speaker, and as I could not reasonably claim the special 
grace of being allowed to speak for a longer time than 
other members, I may, I think, reasonably ask to be 
excused for adopting the somewhat unusual procedure of 
putting my ideas forward in pamphlet form. 

This is the more necessary as, unfortunately, there is 
no English homeopathic journal open to me, except that 
edited so ably and for so many years by yourself, but 
which as you know is not seen by many of the members 
of the Congress, being by many considered too popular 
for the maintenance of professional interests 

It is evident that if the subject of the Doctrine of Sig- 
natures is to be discussed at the present day, the very 
doctrine itself will require to be modified so as to bring it 
into accord with modern thought. 

I do not know whether any clearly defined statement is 
to be found in the older writers of this doctrine, but the 
very general idea that prevails is that the appearance of 
the roots or other parts of plants very often serve as a 
guide to their administration in disease owing to a real or 
fancied resemblance to the diseases they cure. 

Thus, for example : H. More in his Jmmortality of the 
Soul, art. “ Antidote against Atheism,” book ii. ch. vi says : 


* A copy of this Open Letter has been presented to each member of the 
Annual Congress. 
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“We now come to the Signatures of plants. I demand 
whether it is not a very easie and genuine inference, from 
observing that several herbs are marked with some mark 
or sign that intimates their virtue, what they are good for, 
and there being such a creature as man in the world that 
can read and understand these signs and characters ; 
hence to collect that the Author of both man and them 
knew the nature of them both.” 

The Doctrine of Signatures may be considered the 
creation of what I would term the Domestic School of 
Medicine, and which was constituted principally of her- 
balists and imperfectly educated medical practitioners ; 
this school was succeeded by the Allopathic and then by 
the Homeopathic Schools. 

It is very evident that if this be a right view to take of 
what is termed the Doctrine of Signatures it must be of 
very limited application and of very doubtful utility. 

In fact, modern thought has discarded it in toto, and the 
very mention of anything of the kind amongst our profes- 
sional brethren, and still more amongst the allopathic 
fraternity, is simply the signal for outbursts of ridicule 
and scorn. It is, however, very often the case that old 
ideas like these, very often are found to be based upon 
interesting facts, and that they accorded very accurately 
with the scientific position of the time. The fact of dis- 
use does not in such a case imply absurdity or even 
inutility ; it may not imply any more than a severance of 
thought from the facts upon which the Doctrine was 
based. Dispassionately considered, therefore, it can do 
no harm to revert to the subject and to consider it in the 
light of modern thought upon matters medical. 

What is our position at the present moment ? 

It is this, taking of course the Homeopathic School as 
the exponent of advanced medicine : We have proved a 
large number of remedies upon the healthy and have 
established the fact that the symptoms produced by their 
provings enable us when met with to recognise the 
remedy to which they belong and to serve as indications 
for its prescription in disease. From proceeding in this 
way we get a knowledge that is both extensive and accu- 
rate of the actions of many substances. The only 
question is whether in our everyday search for agents that 
will act curatively upon disease we are justified in allow- 
ing ourselves to be directed in our inquiry by symptoms 
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alone for what we require. Before proceeding to discuss 
this, it is necessary to be quite alive to the limitations 
to be placed upon inquiry ; thus, we must bear in mind 
we are dealing only with plant-remedies. The Doctrine 
of Signatures has for us no application, or for purposes 
of argument must be considered as having none, to sub- 
stances taken from the mineral kingdom. 

Then we must also bear in mind what we are looking 
for is the direct curative action of remedies and not the 
coarse derivative effects contemplated by both the 
Domestic and by the Allopathic Schools. 

There are many men in the ranks of homeopathic prac- 
titioners who continually reiterate the statement that 
symptoms and symptoms alone must in every case be our 
guide to the administration of the true curative remedy, 
and who, like the Irish bank clerk, show their qualification 
for their post by an exhibition of oratorical denunciation 
and vituperative display. 

But a little calm consideration will show that symptoms 
cannot always be available for the purpose required. Sup- 
pose oneself landed in a strange country upon the roads of 
which sign-posts exist ; these sign-posts will be very 
useful in “ giving the route,” so to speak—that is to say, 
in indicating the roads along which it is necessary to 
travel in order to arrive at any given destination. The 
sign-posts point out the route, but any real knowledge of 
the roads and of the country adjoining them must be 
derived from an actual acquaintance with surrounding 
objects. 

And thus with our plant-remedies ; while the symp- 
toms enable us to recognise the plant, and to apply it in 
disease, the difficulty remains that we must first find out 
what are the symptoms, and not only so but have them 
on all occasions available—which of course is impossible, 
never has been done and never will be ! 

Even repertories are not always available to meet the 
exigencies of practice, and even were they so, the diffi- 
culty in finding from them the indicated remedy is 
proverbial. 

The question then arises, Can we be helped in our 
search for the true curative remedy by Signatures ? 

A reply to this will necessitate a definition of the term 
Signature to meet the requirements of Arborivital, or if 
you like the term better, advanced medicine. By the 
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term Signature must be understood any feature con- 
nected with plant life that suggests the use of such plant 
as curative for any form of disease. 

To return to our parallel of a stranger in an unknown 
country : the Signature will represent the sign-boards 
erected in the country, and it will depend upon his 
recognition of these sign-boards and his ability to 
decipher them whether the stranger will not alone 
reach the various destinations he requires, but whether 
he will reach them in the most expeditious manner 
possible. 

The Signatures, or sign-boards, may enable him to 
travel along the most direct routes, but it will depend 
entirely upon his own intelligent observation whether he 
notices the various objects in his journeyings with care 
sufficient to enable him to recognise them again. 

A real acquaintance with the country can only be 
gained by familiarity with the entire scenery ;_ the actual 
knowledge of the topography has first to be acquired 
before the habitual knowledge necessary for the re- 
cognition of the various places will be gained. 

In like manner the symptoms produced by a drug may 
be likened to the objects that constitute the scenery en 
route, and it is upon our ability to recognise these 
symptoms—upon, in fact, our habitual knowledge of the 
drug, that our ability to recognise it, anda fortiori to 
apply it in disease, will depend. 

Keeping in mind this illustration, we get a true con- 
ception of what, as I take it, ought to be understood by 
the term Signature. It may be considered simply as a 
sign-board that is represented by the habits, habitat, 
venation, foliation, branching, &c., of the plant. When, 
therefore, in my introduction to Arborivital Medicine 
published in the January and February numbers of 1893 
of the Hahnemannian Monthly, | advocated a consideration 
of “ the colour, form, habitat, and habits of plants,” as 
being a possible aid to the acquisition of the indicated 
remedy, it was not at all with a view to the permanent 
substitution of such outside helps for the more dependable 
symptomatic knowledge that should follow. 

It is only reasonable that the researches of scientific 
men in other branches of human knowledge should be 
utilised if possible for the benefit of suffering humanity. 
And when botanical experts tell us that the members 
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of certain natural orders of plants have properties in 
common—the Labiate with their lipped corollas and square 
stems being non-poisonous, the Solanacee with their 
starred flowers adherent calices and perforate anthers 
being poisonous, the Rosaceze with their delicate-coloured 
bloom being fruit producers, and so on, and so on—it is 
surely incumbent upon us to take advantage of such 
knowledge as suggesting, as it so often does, the line of 
action likely to be taken if proved by any particular 
plant-remedy. 

Certainly the attempt to force inquirers to repudiate 
suggestions or signatures so received is in no _ respect 
better than the attempt of the priests in pre-Reformation 
times to suppress all freedom of thought upon religious 
matters. But more than this : we resort in our every- 
day practice far more to Signatures than might be sup- 
posed ; thus, Hahnemann proved the Bryonia Alba, but 
in many homeopathic pharmacies it would be impossible 
to find such a drug, although called by this name ;_ the 
fact being that by common consent we have substituted 
our own Bryonia Dioica for the German Alba variety. 
Obviously there can be no possible justification for sup- 
posing that the symptoms of the one plant are the same 
as those of the other, except upon the principle of 
Signatures, nor can our practical experience with the 
Dioica variety have been instigated except by the 
morphological resemblance between the two. Practically, 
we have discarded the symptomatology of Bryonia Alba, 
and have allowed ourselves to be guided by the Signatures 
of Bryonia Dioica. And many examples of the same sort 
of thing could be adduced. 

To censure the man who pursues the same course is 
far worse than 


“ Compounding for sins they're most inclined to 
By damning those they have no mind to.” 


For, with all of us, the temptation to follow a more 
royal road to the indicated remedy than is afforded by 
symptomatology is irresistible. 

A reply to the above argument maybe made that the 
reason for using the improved Bryonia Dioica instead of 
the pathogenetically superior Bryonia Alba is that the 
constituents of the two plants are identical ; this would 
be feasible if we were dealing with chemical constituents 
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alone, but there is not the slightest reason to supposing 
that plants that vary morphologically are identical in 
their vital properties. Similar they may be, hence the 
necessity for Signatures ; identical they cannot be, hence 
the necessity for provings. 

I think, dear Dr. Clark, you were present when Dr. 
Skinner, at one of our little meetings, referred to the 
virtues of Hydrangea in Diabetes. On returning home 
I went to my _ bookshelf and took down _ Rhind's 
Vegetable Kingdom, and other works. There I found 
the Hydrangea described as the thirstiest shrub known, 
especially when in the act of flowering. 

It was with great delight that I met our friend Dr. 
Skinner some days afterwards and pointed out this 
remarkable feature to him. Nolitera_ scripta records his 
reply, but I am sure he will forgive me for considering 
it as the reverse of flattering. And yet why on earth 
should not the great thirstiness of this plant be taken 
into account when its use in disease is under 
consideration ? 

The chief question for us ought to be whether a cir- 
cumstance of this kind can be made of practical utility ; 
it is absurd to condemn our use of it if serviceable. 

We are not so well off for curative remedies that we 
can afford to throw aside Signatures. 

When we were walking in Kew Gardens, in search of 
Ledum Palustre, you will remember my hazarding the 
opinion that its leaves were somewhat spear-shaped—I 
had never seen the shrub. 

This I did from a belief that Alfonse Teste—the 
greatest writer on therapeutics since Hahnemann's time 
—to whom we are indebted for the recommendation of 
the Ledum for penetrating wounds, bee and wasp stings, 
&c., must have been guided thereto by some special 
morphological feature of the plant. 

I am quite prepared to hear that the leaves and other 
parts of many plants are more suggestive than is Ledum to 
penetrating wounds—or was it of the inflicting weapons ? 
—mais n'importe. The important matter was that Teste 
saw what others had not ; nor can I comprehend how 
such a matter could have been discovered by symptoma- 
tology alone. A proving could not do more than 
Signatures in the matter of penetrating wounds ; it could 
but suggest the use. 
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My reason for supposing Teste to have been thus 
guided is from a study of the Preface to his Materia 
Medica, where he often refers to Signatures, and I 
certainly consider the severe criticism to which he was 
subjected to have been uncalled for, and_ probably 
accounts for his silence in later years. 

But so it will ever be ; a matter like this of Signatures, 
the real value of which depends entirely upon the 
specialised vision of the observer, will excite the ridicule 
of those whose vision has not been exercised thereupon, 
and I can only conclude by congratulating you upon your 
courage in bringing it forward before a hostile audience. 

May the fact of your having done so lead to the 
betterment of mankind ! 

Very sincerely yours, 
Rost. T. Cooper, M.A., M.D. 


